More and more during recent decades connoisseurs have come to cherish the oil sketches by Rubens, finding in them an intimacy and vivacity which make a special appeal, quite different from that of the grander pictures toward which they point the way. In the presence of these small paintings on oak panels we feel ourselves close to the source of Rubens's genius as it poured forth its abundant pulsating torrent of pictorial compositions. Here we catch the creator's ideas per se in their activated, nascent state before the intrusion of technical problems concerned with covering large areas and devising grandiose harmonies of color, undertakings which at best imposed burdens upon the creative spirit and at worst called for the facile aid of studio assistants.
through the air, places a wreath of laurel on his head, while the helmeted goddess Bellona holds the reins, and Apollo, crowned with laurel, follows with his harp. A woman, perhaps Minerva, leads the near horse by the bridle. Thick around the chariot are struggling mortals bearing torches, trophies, and standards, while musicians rive the air with sounds of trumpet and shawm. Out ahead are mounted soldiers turning the procession toward the opening of a triumphal arch. Behind the king's chariot trudge bound captives contrasting sharply with the populace typified by contented family groups to right and left.
The painting as a whole is very sparing in the use of color. The family groups are executed in rapid strokes of brownish gray lightly touched with flesh color, which give much the same impression as Rubens's superlative wash drawings on paper. Most of the color in the painting is concentrated in the section near the chariot, but even here the hues are played up delicately against the pervading undertone of old ivory. The king himself is pale, his hair and beard gray and his mantle light blue; the musicians are dressed in butter yellow and steel blue; a warrior in half-armor, looking backward over his shoulder, carries a rosecolored flag, while a lavender banner bellies in the breeze above Bellona's head. Thus, much as related pictorially by Rubens, did Henri IV win back his kingdom. Naturally he was not in a Roman chariot when he entered Paris, and we know, of course, that Lutetia was not kneeling before him in person nor could Hypocrisy and Discord be seen in the flesh while the lansquenets were hurtling from the bridge. A similar mingling of historical events with grandiose allegory is present in most of the other compositions in the series, but that is just the sort of glorious melange that we eagerly anticipate from Rubens-and if we have taken time to recapitulate the actual story of Henri IV it is only in order more easily to identify the leading themes on which Rubens based his symphonic suite.
